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General Information:  
 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE PUBLIC ETHICS LAW? 
 
The Law, set forth in Md. Code Ann., General Provisions (§§ 5-101 through 5-1001), was 

enacted for the following purposes: 

 

1. To assure the people of the impartiality and independent judgment of officials and employees 

(including State board and commission members). 

 

2. To avoid improper influence or even the appearance of improper influence.   

 

3. To require officials and employees to disclose financial affairs and to meet minimum 

standards of ethical conduct.  State board and commission members are considered officials 

under the Law. 

 

WHAT DOES THE PUBLIC ETHICS LAW ADDRESS? 
 
The Law addresses: 

 

1. Definitions of terms. Title 5 Subtitle 1. 

 

2. A State Ethics Commission to administer the Law. Title 5 Subtitle 2. 

 

3. Advisory opinion procedures. Title 5 Subtitle 3. 

 

4. Complaint and Enforcement. Title 5 Subtitle 4. 

 

5. Standards of conduct through conflict of interest provisions. Title 5 Subtitle 5.  

 

6. A financial disclosure program for certain board and commission members, employees, 

and elected officials. Title 5 Subtitle 6. 

 

7. A program for disclosure by and regulation of lobbyists. Title 5 Subtitle 7. 

 

8. Requirements that local governments and boards of education (if a board of education is 

not covered by county ethics law) establish ethics programs. Title 5 Subtitle 8. 

 

9. Judicial enforcement of Commission orders.  Title 5 Subtitle 9. 

 

WHO IS SUBJECT TO THE JURISDICTION OF THE STATE ETHICS 

COMMISSION? 
 

The following officials and employees are subject to Commission jurisdiction: 

 

1. All employees of the Executive Branch of government. 
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2. All employees of the Judicial Branch of government with the exception of judges and 

certain judicial officers.  Judges and certain judicial officers are subject to the Public 

Ethics Law, but for these individuals the Law is administered by the Judicial Disabilities 

Commission. 

 

3. All employees of the Legislative Branch of government. 

 

4. Elected members of the General Assembly for the purpose of annual financial disclosure 

but not for standards of conduct.  Elected members of the General Assembly are subject 

to the standards of conduct provisions of the Public Ethics Law, but those provisions are 

administered by the Joint Ethics Committee in the General Assembly. 

 

5. State officials, including those elected to the offices of Governor, Lt. Governor, Attorney 

General, Comptroller, State’s Attorney, Clerk of Circuit Court, Register of Wills and 

Sheriff. 

 

6. Individuals serving as members of Executive Branch boards or commissions created by or 

pursuant to law or regulation, or Executive Order having the force of law.  Refer to Md. 

Code Ann., General Provisions §§ 5-103, 5-609 and 5-611 for more specific direction 

related to individuals identified as public officials solely because of their membership on 

boards or commissions.  

 

WHAT ARE THE SPECIAL BOARD AND COMMISSION EXEMPTION 

PROVISIONS IN THE PUBLIC ETHICS LAW? 
 

Normally the conflicts of interest section of the Law (subtitle 5) prohibits members of boards, 

commissions and similar State bodies from holding employment with, or having a financial 

interest in, any entity regulated by the member’s board or (if applicable) the State agency with 

which the board is affiliated, or any entity which is negotiating or has entered a contract with the 

board or its affiliated State agency. This subtitle also prohibits holding any other employment 

that, although not doing business with or regulated by the board or its affiliated agency, would 

impair the board member’s impartiality and the independence of judgment required of a board 

member. However, the Ethics Law provides for two exemptions from the prohibitions set forth in 

§ 5-502(b) that are uniquely applicable to members of boards, commissions, or similar bodies as 

follows: 

 

1. Section 5-502(c)(2) provides an exemption for a public official who is appointed to a 

regulatory or licensing unit pursuant to a statutory requirement that entities subject to the 

jurisdiction of the unit be represented in appointments to it.  For example, the State Board 

of Plumbing, which has authority to enforce the State Plumbing Code, is comprised (by 

statute) largely of plumbers.  These persons are exempted from § 5-502(b) by operation of 

law and, therefore, do not need to request an exemption.   

 

2. Section 5-502(c)(4) provides an exemption for a member of a board or commission who 

holds the conflicting employment or financial interest when appointed if the employment 

or financial interest is publicly disclosed to the appointing authority, the Ethics 



 

- 3 - 8/2021 

 

Commission, and, if applicable, the Senate of Maryland before Senate confirmation.  This 

is known as a “time of appointment” exemption. 

 

Conflicts of Interest:                                  
 

WHAT BOARD MEMBER ACTIVITIES ARE SUBJECT TO THE 

CONFLICT OF INTEREST PROVISIONS OF THE PUBLIC ETHICS 

LAW? 

 
In general, the following activities are prohibited: 

 

1. A board member may not participate as a board member in a matter involving certain 

relatives or entities with which he or she has an interest. 

 

2. A board member may not participate in a matter that involves as a party a business entity in 

which the board member or certain relatives have employment, contractual or creditor 

relationships.  (In items 1 and 2, non-participation should include disclosure of the conflict 

and abstention from discussing and voting on the matter.) 

 

3. A board member may not have a financial interest in, or be employed by, an entity subject to 

the authority of the member or of the agency with which the member is affiliated (absent a 

time of appointment exemption). 

 

4. A board member may not have a financial interest in or be employed by an entity having or 

negotiating a contract with the agency with which the member is affiliated (absent a time of 

appointment exemption). 

 

5. A board member may not hold any employment relationship that would impair his or her 

impartiality and independence of judgment (absent a time of appointment exemption). 

 

6. A board member may not intentionally use the prestige of his or her office for personal gain 

or that of another.  This includes but is not limited to: influencing the award of a State or 

local contract to a specific person; initiating a solicitation for a person to retain the 

compensated services of a particular lobbyist or firm; or using public resources or title to 

solicit a political contribution. 

 

7. A board member may not assist or represent a party for contingent compensation in any 

matter involving any State agency or political subdivision other than in a judicial or quasi-

judicial proceeding. 

 

8. In matters (cases, contracts, etc.) in which a former board member significantly participated 

while a member of the board, he or she may not assist or represent anyone other than the 

State for compensation. 
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9. A board member may not solicit any gift.  Subject to certain exceptions, a board member may 

not knowingly accept any gift directly or indirectly from any person who the board member 

knows or has reason to know: 

 

 is doing or seeking to do business of any kind with the member’s board or affiliated 

agency; 

 is engaged in activities regulated or controlled by the member’s board or affiliated 

agency; 

 has financial interests which may be substantially affected in a specific way by the board 

member;  

 is a lobbyist with respect to the matters within the board member’s functional 

jurisdiction; or 

 is an association, or any entity acting on behalf of an association, that is 

engaged only in representing counties or municipal corporations. 

 

10. A board member may not disclose or use for his or her own economic benefit or that of 

another confidential information acquired by reason of the member’s public position. 

 

11. A board member may not retaliate against an individual for reporting or participating in an 

investigation of a potential violation of the Public Ethics Law. 

 

12. If a board member is also a lobbyist, the member must file, within 5 days of the dual status, a 

report with the Commission and the Appointing Authority disclosing: 

 

 Any current representation of a person for compensation before a State governmental 

unit, except in a judicial or quasi-judicial proceeding; 

 Any current representation of a State agency for compensation, any contractual 

relationship with State government, or any transaction with State government for 

monetary consideration;  

 Any current interest held by the regulated lobbyist, the regulated lobbyist’s spouse or 

dependent children, together or separately having either 10 percent or more of the capital 

stock, or stock worth $35,000 or more, in a corporation subject to regulation by or doing 

business with the board or commission or its affiliated agency, or any interest in a 

partnership, limited liability partnership, or limited liability company subject to regulation 

by or doing business with the board or commission or its affiliated agency; 

 The name of the primary employer of the regulated lobbyist; and  

 The name of any business entity from which the regulated lobbyist or spouse of the 

regulated lobbyist receives earned income as a result of an ownership interest. 

 

Whenever an issue arises within the board or commission related to the information disclosed, 

the regulated lobbyist member shall submit a statement of recusal from discussion of, voting on, 

or any other action required by the circumstances concerning the issue on a form provided by the 

State Ethics Commission to the board or commission for inclusion in the minutes of the meeting. 

The disclosure shall identify: 

 

 The subject area of the conflict; and 

 The reason for the recusal. 
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Regulated lobbyists who are public officials solely because of their participation on boards or 

commissions are subject to the conflict of interest requirements set forth in General Provisions, 

Title 5, Subtitle 5. 

 

Procedures: 
 

HOW CAN A BOARD MEMBER OBTAIN ADVICE FROM THE 

COMMISSION AS TO WHETHER SOMETHING HE OR SHE INTENDS 

TO DO IS CONSISTENT WITH THE LAW? 
 

If a board or commission member anticipates some activity that the member believes may raise 

an issue under the Ethics Law, he or she should contact the Ethics Commission staff.  Often the 

issue can be resolved by guidance at the staff level, or on an informal basis by the Commission.  

If the question is more complex or if a formal written opinion is necessary (or desired), then the 

individual may request an advisory opinion.   Anyone may request an advisory opinion from the 

Commission, which is an official statement of the Commission.  Note that the vast majority of 

advice provided by the Commission is done informally. 

 

HOW DO I REQUEST AN ADVISORY OPINION? 
 

All requests for advisory opinions should be in writing addressed to the State Ethics Commission 

at 45 Calvert Street, 3rd Floor, Annapolis, Maryland 21401.  The request should include the 

signature, address, and telephone number of the requestor and should set forth the facts and 

circumstances giving rise to the request. 

 

HOW ARE ADVISORY OPINIONS ISSUED? 
 

Advisory opinions are issued in writing to the person requesting the opinion.  All advisory 

opinions are also published in the Maryland Register.  The person who is the subject of the 

opinion may request confidentiality.  Advisory opinions are written, to the extent possible, so as 

to prevent disclosure of the identity of the person subject to the opinion.  A person requesting an 

opinion should have an answer with 60 days of the request.  Formal advisory opinions are 

published in the COMAR and are available on the Internet through the State Ethics Commission 

web page or directly on the Office of Secretary of State’s – Division of State Documents web 

page.  The Commission, in its discretion, may decide to issue a letter of advice rather than a 

formal opinion. 

 

HOW IS ENFORCEMENT OF THE ETHICS LAW INSTITUTED? 
 

Any person may file a complaint with the Commission.  A complaint must be written, be signed 

and under oath, and allege a violation of the Ethics Law by an official, employee or other person 

subject to the Commission’s jurisdiction.  The Commission may reject a complaint it deems 

plainly frivolous.  The Commission may also issue a complaint on its own initiative.  The 

complaint process is addressed in the General Provisions, Title 5 Subtitle 4. 
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WHAT HAPPENS AFTER A COMPLAINT IS FILED OR ISSUED? 
 

After a complaint is issued or accepted, staff counsel initiates an investigation.  Based on this 

investigation, the Commission determines, if the complaint has merit, whether to accept a cure or 

settlement of the violation in accordance with Md. Code Ann., General Provisions § 5-403 or 

conduct a formal contested hearing in accordance with § 5-404.  Consideration of the complaint 

and the hearing process are confidential.  The matter becomes public if the Respondent waives 

confidentiality, the Commission, after a hearing, finds that a violation occurred, or as a result of 

an agreed upon settlement.  The Commission also has the authority to refer cases to the 

appropriate prosecuting authority as set forth in § 5-408. 

 

WHAT POSSIBLE SANCTIONS CAN THE COMMISSION IMPOSE 

AFTER IT CONCLUDES THE LAW HAS BEEN VIOLATED? 
 

If the Commission determines that a violation has occurred, it may 

 

1. Issue a cease and desist order. 

2. Issue a reprimand. 

3. Recommend to the appointing authority censure, removal, or other discipline. 

4. Assess late fees up to $500.00. 

5. In cases involving regulated lobbyists, the Commission can also levy substantial fines and as 

to individual regulated lobbyists, suspend, or revoke the lobbyist’s registration in accordance 

with the provisions of Md. Code Ann., General Provisions § 5-405(d). 

 

Additionally, the Commission may ask a circuit court to: 

 

1. Issue a cease or desist order. 

2. Set aside certain official action. 

3. Impose substantial fines. 

 

The Law also specifically provides that violation of the Law by officials and employees can be 

the basis for termination, disciplinary action or suspension of compensation pending compliance 

with an order.  General Provisions, Title 5 Subtitles 4 and 9 specifically address the sanctions 

that may be imposed. 

 
 

 


